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ABSTRACT 



This survev of language enrollment trends during a 



oeriod from 1966 through '970 at the University of Washington* 
Washington state University, Washington f our- year sta te colleges* 
Washington four-year private colleges and universities* Washington 
community colleges* and public and secondary scnools in tn© Stott - of 
Washington concentrates on tracing the decline and reasons for such 
decline in enrollment in language programs. Data are providea xn some 
12 tables, 10 charts, and seven graphs which illustrate trends by 
year, school, and level of course. A comparison of national and _ 
Washington State trends is also made, conclusions support the belief 
that the "events” on college campuses and in public schools are not 
exclusively responsible for the waning interest in foreign languages. 
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It is widely assumed in current professional literature that there 
is a cause and effect relationship between the recent relaxation of college 
foreign language requirements and the subsequent drop oj. foreign language 
enrollments widely experienced throughout the country and on all grade 
levels. In order to test the scope of this assumption the Washington For- 
eign Language Program undertook, as part of its routine self-evaluation 
procedures, a rather detailed survey of FL enrollments at its own seat, 
the University of Washington in Seattle, and in the state of Washington. 
Comparisons with national enrollment figures were also made. The data 
collected and tabulated are reproduced here in the form of tables, charts 
and graphs. They tend to speak for themselves, so the following comments 
do not explicate them in detail; they rather emphasize the way in which 
these data confirm or invalidate widely accepted assumptions about the 
current state of our profession- 

The period covered is 1966 through 1970 for which data are readily 
available, with sub-divisions focusing on the period of 1966 to 1963 on 
the one hand, and 1963 to 1970 on the other. The academic year 1968-69 
represents the peak of .the absolute numbers of students enrolled m for- 
eign language courses on all levels in the nation as a whole. At the same 
time it is the crucial year of turmoil on American campuses and in public 
schools, a supposed by-product of which was the relaxation of foreign 
language requirements and the resulting loss in FL enrollments. 

" By the action of the faculty the foreign language requirement at 

the University of Washington was considerably wee' •’- 1 ■ 0. -- n - 

1969. Table I, Chart I and Graph I illustrate the sharp drop in lower- 
division (freshmen and sophomores) enrollment in practically all lan 
guages, both in terms of absolute numbers and in rates per one thousand 
freshmen and sophomores. There is in the major languages an absolute 
and proportionate increase in enrollments from 1966 through 1963 and a 
corresponding sharp decline 'between 1963 and 1970. This process affects 
all the "major" languages, with a particularly dramatic drop in Latin 
(but that's another story). Only the ’minor langugaes (A-ab-^c, Chinese, 
Japanese, and Portuguese) show both absolute and relative growth. These 
data would seem to confirm the strong cause-and-effect relationship be- 
tween the relaxation of the FL requirement and the loss of students. 

However , Table H, Chart II and Graph II tell a slightly different 
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story. They indicate a steady decline of proportionate numbers in upper- 
division and graduate enrollments in FL courses pre-dating 1963 and start- 
ing ab least with 1966, especially in German, French and Spanish. This 
trend, illustrated in Chart II and Graph II, embraces the entire 196 6 
through 1970 period and suggests a loss of interest in foreign language 
study pre -dating the crucial year of 19 - 68 , with decreased proportionate 
enrollments at the upper-division and graduate level where the taking 
of foreign languages is no longer a matter of compulsion but rather of 
choice. It is particularly remarkable that such a decline would occur 
in the period 1966-68 when no adverse market conditions prevailed and 
there was considerable "institutionalized" incentive to’ specialize in 
foreign languages both on the under-graduate and graduate level. 

The same phenomenon is illustrated in Table III and Graph III with 
even more detailed information on one language, French. Here the 100 
and 200 level courses, largely populated by a captive audience, drop 
only after 1968 , whereas the combined 300 and 400 level (undergraduate 
majors, including prospective teachers) and 400 and 500 and 600 level 
(M.A. and Ph.D candidates) show a steady decline throughout the period. 

(The most drastic drop is in 200 level courses into which most students 
entering from high school with two to three years of a FL had been placed. ) 

The erosion of interest in foreign languages is further exemplified in 
Table IV, Chart III and Graph TV, showing th aumbe !an llL ' 1 °- 

declared a foreig— language as their undergraduate major. 

It is not surprising that this trend went unnoticed because the ab- 
solute numbers (see Table II) tended to fluctuate little (whil- the upper 
division and graduate population of the university mounted, fri-n 3,000 
in IQl ' to almost 19,000 in 197 0 ) . * 
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similar downturn of interest surfaced in the report of Juliu^ C- . Kant’s 
"Foreign Language Offerings and Enrollments in Public Seconds., schools, 

Fal iS53" (FL Lnnals, ITI/5 1970 , 400-4 5 S) . i bis report - petered 
FL enrollment— £rT9S” as 2 5 .1* of the IBS population, with tn- 196. fig- 
ure increasing to 27 .*-*, followed by a slight drop to 27.1* - - 19 &_o (p. + 01 ) 
But t'- ' s information was overwhelmed by the rest of the repoi showing 
"reeol FL IS-olliiehts" in 1963 and other measures "of the p: -.grass hade 
hv FL studv in the nation’s high schools (p. 400). T 

Another study by the same author, "Foreign Language Kegistra -.ona » In- 
stitutions of Higher Education, Fall 19o8 ^Ajinais, 

304), covers only increases in absolute numbers. He re again a H^ick 
check will indicate that her increase in registrations ^ fi - 



Table V, Chart XV and Graph V permit the reader to compare two sis- 
ter institutions, the University of Washington in Seattle and Washington 
State University in Pullman. One of the relevant differences between 
the two institutions is that Washington State did not change, during the 
period in question, its graduation- -even-entrance PL requirement. We see 
at Washington State an overall erosion of foreign languages, with some 
local variation among the major languages. The rate change (in all lan- 
guages) (Chart IV) indicates l4+$ decline up through 1965, with a slightly 

accelerated decline ( 25 $ ) after 1968 . 

Practically the same conclusions may be drawn for the four-year state 
colleges in the state of Washington (Table VI, Chart V and Graph Vi). 

The situation in the community colleges in the state is similar, although 
Table VII and Chart VI should be used with caution, considering the la- 
cunae in our data and the fact that total enrollment figures on which 
the rates are based include unknown ratios of "college-transfer" vs. 
"vocational" students enrolled at these institutions. 

In the four-year private colleges and universities in the state of 
Washington the data confirm the general erosion of foreign languages A. 
out the entire period 1965-1970. (Table VIII and Chart VII). Hone of 
these institutions report substantial changes in their foreign language 
requirements for the period in question. 

Looking at the public schools of the state of Washington we notice 
a slow but steady state-wide decline also during the period of 1965 to 
1970. This trend is most marked in the rural schools. In urban, and es- 
pecially the suburban school districts, the percentage of enrollment peeks 
in 1968 , which is a rather vivid indication of the impact of the loss of 
the foreign language requirements upon public schools with a college-bound 

population. 

Table X, Chart IX and Graph VII attempt to identify the growth, in 
time, of certain types of language programs. Since reporting formulas from 
the schools to the state superintendent’s office have changed O'er the years, 

*( continued) modern languages in all institutions (from 595,324 in ^60 
to 95 2 496 in 1965 ) already shows, for a period as early a» that, a propor 
tionate loss from IS. 5 1* to 17.24*. (Between 1 9 60 and 1 9 S 5 the total 
population of all institutions of higher learning increases from j,^l , 
to 5,526,000; see 1971 ed. of the US Bureau of Census Stati^UcaOJ^b , 

p. 102.) 
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the only way we could get at this question is by totaling up enrollment 
in the various grades (and not by counting schools reporting continuous 
and well articulated programs). Our figures seem to indicate that there 
has been a slight tendency toward lengthening sequences both upward and 
downward. There are decreases in the growth rate in the 9th, 10th, and 
11th grades. However, the 8th grade population shows an increase and 
the 12th grade population's decrease is minimal. The latter may be ascribed 
to high school students' putting off their language work until the last 
two years, but the increased rate in the 8th grade clearly indicates ear- 

lier start in the foreign languages. 

Table XI and Chart X compare Washington state trends with national 
trends in the period during investigation; Table XII and Chart XI do the 
same for the public secondary schools. The similarities between the state 
and the nation as a whole are striking. On the college level we find the 
same over-all increase in absolute numbers in enrollment along with a steady 
decrease in the rate of enrollment per one thousand students between 1965 
and 1970. Actually the rate of the decrease in Washington state is con- 
siderably sharper than that indicated by the nation-wide figures. 

On the public secondary school level the state and the nation present 
again precisely matching pictures (at least for the period where data are 

available) --a slow decline from 1965 onwards. 

It emerges from this study that "events" of 1968 on the campuses and 
in the public schools did not break the growth of foreign languages in the 
United States and specifically in the state of Washington. They had their 
effect but they took place at a time when the popularity of foreign lan- 
guages was already on the wane. The data of course do not reveal what 
causes this decline. The reasons are probably subtle and have to do with 
young Americans' overall perception of being part of, or being isolated 
from, world events and other cultures. However, it is ciear that lan- 
guage teachers who look critically at the situation of their profession 
should not place all the blame for their current plight on the colleges 
and the relaxation of the foreign language requirement. 
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piTVTSTQh (lOO-?99) ENROLLMENT IN FOREIGN 
TRENDS IN LO^R QOU^SNS, UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON, 

Langur .OU. -S autumn 1970. 
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Chart XI 

„ tl ^,T TT*rn T nuAT Atm WASHINGTON STATE THUMBS IN PUBLIC BEGONIA 
OOBPAiUgOH^W BY », 1965-70.. 
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